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The Effects of Increased Access to Mail-In and Absentee Voting Due to COVID-19
on Voter Turnout in the 2020 Presidential Election
Abstract
With new voting policies in the fallout from the 2020 election, it is critical to understand their effects on
voter turnout. I use a difference-in-differences approach to study effects of absentee voting policies from
the fall of 2020 on voter turnout in four states. Using county-level data on the 2008-2020 presidential
elections, I estimate turnout based on the county’s policy for the 2020 election. I use three sets of states,
and I find positive effects on voter turnout for all three sets, two of which are significant. The results from
the Montana policy hold through the robustness checks.
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INTRODUCTION

Voter turnout in the US is substantially lower than it was in the 1800s, and it
has remained relatively stagnant since the turn of the 20th century, despite the
Voting Rights Act of 1965, the National Voter Registration Act of 1993, the
Voting Accessibility for the Elderly and Handicapped Act of 1984, and the Help
America Vote Act of 2002. In Figure 1, we see that voter turnout in the
presidential and midterm elections peaked in the mid to late 1800s, and
presidential voter turnout has remained within close to a 15% range since the
early 1900s. Even the 2020 presidential election, with a voting eligible
population (VEP) voter turnout of 66.1%, turnout is still substantially lower
than it was 150 years ago, despite the additional legislation. Voter turnout is a
key measure used to help understand how well the democratic system is
working for the American people, and changes in voter turnout should be given
close attention because many argue that higher voter turnout means democracy
is working more effectively. Especially with the current proposals to restrict
voting access in some states and Georgia’s new voting law, it is important to
determine whether voter turnout is impacted by increased access.
Figure 1
Source: United States Elections Project
Note: VEP = Voting Eligible Population

In my research, I look to find the effects of increased access to absentee
and mail-in voting due to COVID-19-related policies on voter turnout in the
2020 presidential race in the United States. I use county-level data on the citizen
voting age population (CVAP) from the Census, votes cast in the presidential
races from 2008 to 2020, and a difference-in-differences framework that
controls for county fixed effects and year fixed effects. I also control for race
and ethnic populations of each county as a percentage and the number of
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COVID-19 cases and deaths reported in each county on the day of the election,
one month prior to the election, and two months prior to the election. Lastly, I
control for whether a county voted for the Democratic presidential candidate
and for whether a county had a senatorial election on the ballot of the general
election in any given year.
I use three sets of states in my analysis: the Mountain Group (Montana
- treatment, Wyoming, North Dakota, South Dakota, Idaho - controls), the
Midwest Group (Kentucky, West Virginia - treatment, Indiana - control), and
the Swing-State Group (Wisconsin - treatment, Georgia - control) and each
consists of treatment and control state(s) depending on whether the state
implemented policies increasing access to mail-in or absentee voting due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Because most states in the US implemented policies
around COVID-19 during the 2020 election, to determine my treatment and
control groups I start by looking at the few states that did not have any of these
policies and thus could serve as controls. From there, I use geographic proximity
to determine which states could serve as treatment states for those controls, and
then once I compile these three groups, I use political leaning and fall weather
patterns to confirm the treatment-control matches. While the Mountain Group
states provide the best control-treatment match, I test the other two groups as
well to provide further analysis.
The policy enacted in Montana authorized counties to send mail-in
ballots automatically to all registered voters for the 2020 general election, and
46 out of Montana’s 56 counties chose to hold the election this way (Florio).
The 46 participating counties make up the treatment group for the Mountain
Group, and the other 10 counties are combined with the control states to form
the control group. These 46 counties constitute a valid treatment group because
counties did not solely choose to participate in this policy along party lines.
While all seven counties that ended up voting for Biden in the 2020 election
were part of the 46 counties that participated, the other 39 participating counties
voted for Trump, and only ten counties chose not to participate, all of which
voted for Trump. With four times more Trump counties choosing to participate
in the policy than not, the 46 counties are not significantly politically biased,
and thus using them as the treatment group is valid. Prior to the 2020 election,
Montana permitted all voters to vote absentee, but they were required to submit
an absentee ballot application to county election officials by 12pm the day
before the election in order to receive one. Montana also has early voting and
requires voter identification which can take on a variety of forms from a driver’s
license to a paycheck.
The policies enacted in West Virginia and Kentucky suspended
eligibility requirements for absentee ballots and allowed all voters "concerned
with contracting or spreading COVID-19" to apply for absentee ballots.
Kentucky also began early voting in mid-October and had an affidavit option
for the voter ID requirement. During non-COVID elections, Kentucky did not
previously hold any early in-person voting (they now have new legislation
including early voting), and only those with a valid excuse including
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“advanced” age, disability, illness, attending school outside the county,
incarceration, or employment location, were allowed to vote absentee. Because
of COVID-19, West Virginia also implemented an online absentee/mail-in
ballot request portal. During non-COVID elections, only certain voters in West
Virginia are eligible to vote absentee for a few reasons including illness or
injury, disability, “advanced age,” incarceration, travel, attending college, work
hours, or an inaccessible polling site. The state also holds early voting. One
additional change in West Virginia’s voting protocol between 2016 and 2020
was enacted in 2018 and allows military service members overseas to vote via
an app where they send a video of themselves giving their votes. The policy
enacted in Wisconsin due to COVID sent absentee ballot applications to all of
its registered voters. During typical elections, all voters can vote absentee, but
the state does not typically send the absentee applications to voters. Wisconsin
also holds early voting (Ballotpedia).
I find that being treated with one of these policies is associated with a
significant increase in voter turnout of 2.74 percentage points for the Mountain
Group and 1.64 percentage points for the Midwest Group. There is a 0.931
percentage point increase for the Swing-State Group, but it is not statistically
significant. I find that these positive effects remain statistically significant and
around the same magnitude for the Mountain Group and Midwest Group after
performing multiple checks for robustness. In these checks, I rerun my
regression with different calculations for voter turnout by using total county
population, registered voters, total ballots cast, and absentee and mail-in ballots
returned. My findings suggest that by adopting policies that increase access to
mail-in and absentee voting, we may be able to increase access to the democratic
process and increase voter turnout in presidential races in the United States.
A few studies have looked at the implementation of “universal vote-bymail” across several states in the US using difference-in-differences techniques.
Universal vote-by-mail is when elections are held primarily by mail, and
registered voters are automatically sent ballots without having to request them.
As of May, 2021, the states that conduct “all-mail elections” are Colorado,
Hawaii, Oregon, Utah, and Washington (Ballotpedia). There are subtle
differences between the states’ policies as some states also offer in-person
voting in addition or ballot drop boxes, and some states include pre-paid postage
on the return envelopes, and some do not require postage at all. Thompson et al.
(2020) and Barber and Holbein (2020) find slight increases in voter turnout from
mandatory vote-by-mail by analyzing between states. These studies most
closely match my research design with their difference in differences approach
across states and use of location and year fixed effects. These studies rely on
only a few treated states, so their results are not necessarily generalizable.
Meanwhile, the changes in mail-in voting due to COVID-19 allow for additional
states to be studied, and that is a significant way my paper adds to the literature.
The states studied in the literature are primarily more liberal states (thus why
they were the first states to expand to all-mail voting). My paper is able to focus
on conservative states that have not been studied before because of the COVID-
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19 election policies. This is important because it is possible that mail-in voting
impacts voters of different parties differently.
Many scholars have studied the effects of universal vote-by-mail within
individual states. Southwell (2009), Southwell and Burchett (2000), Southwell
(2010), Karp and Banducci (2000) and Richey (2008) look at statewide races in
Oregon using a variety of frameworks. These studies generally find that
universal vote-by-mail has significant, positive effects on voter turnout, but
Southwell (2009) finds positive but insignificant effects, and Kousser and
Mullin (2007) find that all-mail elections actually reduce voter turnout. COVID19 voting policies impacted entire states, so I cannot study individual states and
mail-in rollout within them, but I use similar states as controls.
Many studies such as Gronke et al. (2007), Holbein and Hillygus (2016),
Giammo and Brox (2010), Burden et al. (2014), Wolfinger et al. (2005), and
Larocca and Klemanski (2011) study other election laws and voting reforms
such as voter ID requirements, required time off to vote, longer voting days,
election-day registration, same-day early registration, preregistration, and
various forms of early voting, and find varying effects on voter turnout. In
addition to increasing access to absentee voting, Kentucky, a treated state in the
Midwest Group, also increased early, in-person voting and loosened voter ID
requirements, so implementing these additional policies may have had a larger
impact on voter turnout when working in tandem. Using specific states instead
of the whole US gives more precision to my study, and thus policy implications
will be more realistic for the area I study.
In the next section, I explain my conceptual framework and the
empirical strategy for my model. I then discuss my data sources and variables.
Next, I give the results from my main regression and interpret their direction,
magnitude, and significance. I end with a discussion of policy implications and
limitations of my paper.
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Increasing access to absentee and mail-in voting was intended to prevent
citizens from having to “choose between their vote or their health” during the
2020 general election (Our Staff, 2020). Local officials attempted to make it
“easier to vote by mail” in order to avoid long lines at polling places that could
put both voters’ and poll workers’ health at risk (Vasilogambros and Van Ness,
2020). There is likely to be a positive causal relationship between increased
access to mail-in voting and voter turnout because the increased ease of access
could cause certain citizens to vote who otherwise would not have voted. The
citizens who might vote under these new policies who would not have otherwise
could include those with extremely demanding jobs who either do not have time
to physically go to the polls or those who do not have the time or energy to fill
out an absentee ballot application. These citizens could also include young
people who have never voted before and do not know their polling location but
may be inclined to vote if an absentee ballot arrives for them in the mail.
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Empirically, many previous studies have found increases in voter turnout due
to mail-in or absentee voting across California, Oregon, Washington, and Utah
including Thompson et al. (2020), Barber and Holbein (2020), Southwell and
Burchett (2000), Richey (2008), and Southwell (2010). Far fewer studies have
found negative effects on voter turnout from mail-in or absentee voting, and
Kousser and Mullin (2007) find this while studying rollout of vote-by-mail-only
precincts in California where voters have no in-person options. This leads me
to anticipate a positive causal relationship. However, Kousser and Mullin
(2007) lead me to believe that a negative relationship could exist if voters’ only
option is to vote by mail.
The difference-in-differences framework relies on the assumption of
parallel trends between the control and treatment groups for each of my state
groups: the Mountain Group, Midwest Group, and Swing-State Group. This
assumes that voter turnout rates for the treatment and control states in each
respective group would have followed the same trend between the 2016 and
2020 presidential elections if the treatment state had received no treatment.
More states made COVID-19-related voting changes than not, so I identified
states with no changes as control states and then found treatment states that
closely matched the control states. For each group, I aimed to find states with
similar political climates (measured by the presidential candidate who won the
state and their winning margin in 2016), similar geographic locations, and
similar temporal climates (measured by average temperature and rainfall in the
fall, as this is when general elections occur). In terms of policies on ballots, a
2008 study found that while “moral policies” (policies relating to marriage
rights, abortion, stem cell research, etc.) increased turnout for midterm
elections, they did not increase voter turnout for presidential elections, so I am
not controlling for the presence of these policies on ballots because I only study
presidential elections (Grummel). If these policies cause bias in my analysis, it
is likely that that bias would be caught in the county fixed effects, so leaving
out moral policies is further justified.
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Figure 2

Figure 2 shows the winning presidential candidate in 2016 in each state
and their winning margin (difference in percent of the vote received compared
to the major opposite party—Democrat or Republican) as well as the average
temperature and average precipitation for the fall for each state. The states
comprising the Mountain Group are all located within close geographic
proximity of each other and of Montana, the treatment state, so the similarities
in temporal climate are unsurprising and mark good matches. While the winning
margin in the 2016 presidential election does not show political climates that
are exactly equal across the five states, they are all heavily Republican states.
The Midwest Group states are also geographically very close in proximity to
each other, share similar fall temperatures and precipitation, and are heavily
Republican. The presidential winning margin is slightly less consistent between
the control and treatment states in this group than the Mountain Group,
however, rendering the Midwest Group a slightly worse match, at least in 2016.
The Swing-State Group states are obviously not geographically close together
and thus have quite different climates. Their presidential winning margin
difference is smaller than for any other group, however, so I use this group to
present potential results in states that are not heavily Republican, despite the
geographic and climate differences.
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EMPIRICAL MODEL & IDENTIFICATION STRATEGY

I use a difference-in-differences framework that controls for county fixed
effects and year fixed effects. I also control for race and ethnic populations of
each county and the number of COVID-19 cases and deaths reported in each
county on the day of the election, one month prior to the election, and two
months prior to the election. Lastly, I control for whether each county voted for
the Democratic candidate and whether they had a senatorial election on the
ballot of the general election of any given year. I use the ordinary least squares
method to estimate the model.
My empirical model is as follows:
Yct = 𝛼c + 𝜇t + 𝛽1Treatc*Postt + 𝛽2Xct + 𝛽3Zct + 𝛽4Sct + 𝛽5Dct + 𝛽6Pct + 𝜀ct
Where Yct is voter turnout with county and year fixed effects, 𝛼c gives the
county fixed effects, 𝜇t gives the year fixed effects, the coefficient on
Treatc*Postt gives the impact of being a treated county in 2020, Xct controls for
a combination of 10 racial and ethnic demographic variables, and Zct controls
for a combination of six COVID-19 variables. Sct is a dummy variable that
controls for the presence of a senatorial race on the ballot, Dct is a dummy
variable controlling for whether a county voted for the Democratic candidate,
and 𝜀ct is the error term.
A major shortcoming of the model is that I cannot control for the effect
of Donald Trump’s appearance on the ballot possibly increasing voter turnout
and resulting in a bias in my results. However, Trump on the ballot impacted all
states, and by grouping states by political climate, I lessen the impact of the
“Trump Effect” on my estimates as much as possible, but it is still possible that
he impacted voters differently in different states. Additionally, this model does
not control for other demographic differences between states or counties
including educational attainment, gender, age, or income level because this data
was not reported by CVAP until 2018. However, because of the geographic and
temporal similarities between the states I grouped together, I attempt to
minimize bias to my estimates. Other major differences between states that
could cause the parallel trends assumption to not hold could include specific
state or local ballot measures or races or differences in advertising, and
advocacy groups helping and pushing people to vote. Considering the work
done by Stacey Abrams and many others in Georgia specifically in 2020, from
that treatment and control pair, I would expect my estimates to be biased down
because Georgia serves as the control state.
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DATA

My outcome variable of interest is voter turnout which is based on votes cast in
presidential races and citizen voting age population (CVAP) by county. Some
of the literature, particularly Southwell and Burchett (2000), Southwell (2010),
Southwell (2009), and Richey (2008) advocate for using registered voters as the
denominator because “if the vote by mail format is to have any impact on voter
turnout, it can do so only for those who receive a ballot in the mail, that is,
registered individuals” (Southwell, 2009). However, these studies look at
reforms within individual states, and I anticipate that other factors, such as voter
registration policies, have greater variety when looking across states in a way
that makes using registered voters unreliable for my study. Some previous
studies, including Southwell (2009), use total ballots cast, but I find that data on
total ballots cast is far more irregular in its publication by county between states
than votes cast for President, so that is why I use presidential votes. The data I
use comes from multiple sources. The data on votes cast in the 2008, 2012, and
2016 presidential races comes from the Voting and Elections Collection of CQ
Press, SAGE Publishing. The data on votes cast in the 2020 presidential race
came from the New York Times’s published election results because the 2020
data has not yet been published by CQ Press, as of May, 2021. The New York
Times’s data comes from the National Election Pool and Edison Research.
I obtain the sizes of the CVAP by county from the American Community
Survey, which is administered by the US Census Bureau, and then I used the
population numbers and CVAP totals to calculate the percentages. The ACS is
sent out monthly to randomly selected households in the 50 US states, the
District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico, and it has a yearly participation of about
3.5 million households. The survey includes questions regarding educational
attainment, income, ancestry, age, citizenship, disability, migration,
employment, language proficiency, race and ethnicity, and other housing
characteristics. The published data gives each county’s CVAP, broken down by
racial and ethnic populations, as the number of people identifying with each
ACS category. Because it does not cover the entire population every year, my
data from the ACS are 5-year estimates because single-year estimates only exist
for counties with populations above a certain size threshold. The ACS was first
conducted in 2005, so the earliest possible 5-year estimate is from 2005-2009
which I use with election data from 2008 because it is the closest option. The
2008-2012 estimate I use with election data from 2012, and the 2012-2016
estimate I use with election data from 2016. As of May, 2021, publication of
the 2016-2020 estimate has been “suspended indefinitely” according to the
Census Bureau, so I use the 2015-2019 estimate with 2020 election data. I also
include the racial composition of each county as a percentage as a control. These
are given as 10 categories: American Indian or Alaska Native Alone, American
Indian or Alaska Native and Black or African American, American Indian or
Alaska Native and White, Asian Alone, Asian and White, Black or African
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American Alone, Black or African American and White, Hispanic or Latino,
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander Alone, and White Alone.
Voter turnout in the presidential race is the percent of the citizen voting
age population who cast a vote in the presidential race in a given year. Because
the election occurred in 2020 and the CVAP I associate with 2020 is the 20152019 ACS estimate, it is possible for voter turnout to be greater than one, but it
is extremely uncommon. This is my outcome of interest. The data on new
COVID-19 cases and deaths are numbers reported on September 3rd, October
3rd, and election day, November 3rd, 2020. The data comes from the New York
Times and is based on reports from local health agencies. The data on whether
a county held a Senate race or voted for the Democratic candidate in a given
year comes from the New York Times. Depending on the year, some of the New
York Times data comes from the Associated Press, and some comes from the
National Election Pool and Edison Research. Total county population data
comes from single-year county population estimates from the US Census
Bureau’s Population Estimates Program, projecting the population on July 1st
of the given year. As population data from 2020 has not yet been published as
of May, 2021, I use the 2019 single-year population estimate to stand in for the
2020 population. I have three separate datasets: one for each of my state groups.
The Mountain Group contains 968 total observations (242 for each election
year), the Midwest Group contains 1,068 total observations (267 for each
election year), and the Swing-State Group contains 924 total observations (231
for each election year).
Data for the additional regressions I run comes from a variety of sources.
I first calculate turnout as the percentage of registered voters casting votes in
the presidential race. I perform this test because of the substantial literature
emphasizing the importance of measuring voter turnout using registered voters,
despite the fact that I am not sure it is a reliable measure when looking at effects
across multiple states. The voter registration data comes from the Secretary of
State websites of each individual state, as this data is not published on a federal
level. However, because this data is state-published, I only use 2016-2020 data
and am unable to include North Dakota or Kentucky, so these data sets are
smaller: the Mountain Group has 378 total observations (189 per year), and the
Midwest Group has 294 total observations (147 per year).
I also calculate turnout using total ballots cast (as opposed to votes cast
for President) divided by CVAP because election policies impact anyone voting
in the election, not only people who vote for President. However, the data is
inconsistent as it is reported by county level officials, so I run this turnout
calculation as an additional test, not as my main regression. The data on total
ballots cast for the 2008 through 2016 elections comes from the US Election
Assistance Commission’s Election Administration and Voting Survey. This
survey is completed and returned by each county, and it asks questions about
types of votes cast, ways of voting, poll workers, and other election-related
questions. Results from the survey for the 2020 election are not yet available,
as of May, 2021, so the 2020 data comes directly from the Secretary of State for
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each state. I was unable to locate 2020 data for Kentucky, so Kentucky is left
out of this test. Wisconsin publishes this data on a town level instead of county
level, so I do not collect data for the Swing-State Group.
I then calculate absentee and mail-in turnout, or the percentage of the
CVAP who returned a ballot by mail, to analyze the extent to which the overall
impacts of these policies on voter turnout were driven by changes in absentee
and mail-in turnout due to the policies. Data on absentee and mail-in ballots cast
comes from the same sources as total ballots cast. However, because data on
absentee and mail-in ballots and total ballots cast are reported by individual
counties, many counties report ballots returned, which can include ballots that
are ultimately rejected. This leads to the possibility of voter turnout being
greater than one. This happens far more frequently for Wyoming counties than
other counties. However, assuming that the counties’ method of reporting this
data does not change between 2008 and 2020, controlling for county fixed
effects should reduce any bias from this odd data. Additionally, the differences
(if any) between “absentee ballots” and “mail-in ballots” differ between states
and is unclear. To illustrate this, counties in some states report all “absentee”
and “mail-in” ballots as one category: absentee. However, counties in other
states report “absentee” and “mail-in” ballots as separate categories. For the
purposes of my research, for the states that report these categories separately, I
use their sums as the total absentee/mail-in ballots from a given county. Again,
I was unable to locate 2020 data from Kentucky, so Kentucky is left out of this
test, and again, I do not test the Swing-State Group because Wisconsin reports
this data by town instead of county.
The following figures give the summary statistics for each set of
treatment and control states. Figure 3 shows Mountain Group data, Figure 4
shows Midwest Group data, and Figure 5 shows Swing-State Group data.
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Figure 3
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Figure 4
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Figure 5
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Key features of this data shows that the Mountain Group (Montana,
South Dakota, North Dakota, Wyoming, and Idaho) has a consistent difference
in turnout between the treatment and control group with the treatment group
having around 2-3% higher turnout rates for the 2008, 2012, and 2016 elections.
This gap jumps to around 5% for the 2020 election. Additionally, the CVAP
race and ethnicity percentages match very well for both the control and
treatment group for the Mountain Group which helps solidify my determination
that those states would make good matches. In 2020, the largest difference was
1.6% between the respective American Indian or Alaska Native Alone
populations, and in 2008 the largest difference was 1.8% between the same
populations. In both 2012 and 2016, the largest difference was 2% between the
respective American Indian or Alaska Native Alone populations.
The same is true for the Midwest Group (Indiana, Kentucky, and West
Virginia), where the largest race or ethnic differential in any year is 1.2%. This
cannot be said for the Swing-State Group (Wisconsin and Georgia), where the
largest race or ethnic differential in any year is 26.9% between the respective
Black or African American Alone populations. Perhaps this shows that this
treatment/control match is not the best match. These two groups also do not
have voter turnout differentials that remain as constant as the case with the
Mountain Group, which also may show that these two groups are not as close
matches.
The following figures show the trends in my outcome variable of
interest, voter turnout as calculated by votes cast for President divided by the
citizen voting age population, from the 2008 to 2020 elections for each
treatment / control set I study.
Figure 6
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Figure 7

Figure 8
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From Figure 6, we see that voter turnout trends extremely closely
between the treated and control counties in the Mountain Group from the 2008
through 2016 elections. The jump in the 2020 election mirrors the jump in
turnout we see in the summary statistics of the data. This jump suggests that the
treatment of the Montana policy appears to have positive effects on voter
turnout in the 2020 election. From Figure 7, voter turnout trends for the Midwest
Group appear to show turnout slowly coming together between the control and
treated states since the 2008 election, so from looking at the graph, it does not
appear that the 2020 policies had an effect on voter turnout. In Figure 8, we see
that the states in the Swing-State Group did not trend closely prior to 2020, and
their gap in voter turnout remained about the same in 2020 as it was in 2016,
which does not suggest effects on voter turnout from the policy in Wisconsin.
Despite the lack of matching trends in voter turnout, I continue to study the
Midwest Group and Swing-State Group because I may see effects after
controlling for fixed effects and other controls that the simple graph cannot
depict.
RESULTS

I find that being treated with a COVID-related policy increasing access to mailin or absentee voting is associated with significant, positive effects on voter
turnout for both the Mountain Group and the Midwest Group. Specifically,
being treated with these policies is associated with voter turnout increasing by
2.74 percentage points for the Mountain Group (Figure 9, column 1) and 1.64
percentage points for the Midwest Group (Figure 10, column 1). These were the
expected results from my outcome of interest.
In contrast to previous literature on the impact of Senatorial races, I find
that having a Senate race on the ballot is associated with a significant positive
effect on voter turnout for both the Mountain Group and the Swing-State Group.
From my results, a Senate race on the ballot is associated with a 1.31 percentage
point increase in voter turnout in the Mountain Group (Figure 9, column 1) and
a 1.6 percentage point increase in voter turnout in the Swing-State Group
(Figure 11, column 1). Percival et. al (2007) found no effect of Senate races on
the presidential election ballot on voter turnout between 1992 and 2000, and
Boyd (1989) found no significant effect of Senate races on turnout in the 19761984 presidential elections. Springer (2012) did find a significant increase in
voter turnout on average in the US and specifically in “non-South” states from
a Senate race on the ballot in presidential elections between 1920 and 2000. My
significant positive result could be due to the fact that my research focuses on
states in specific regions as opposed to the entire country. It could also be due
to the increasingly large partisan gap and a growing awareness by the public of
political issues and their representatives’ roles, as my data is from an entirely
different set of presidential election years compared to most of the existing
literature.
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For both the Mountain Group and Midwest Group, the effect of a county
voting for the Democratic candidate is positive and quite significant. In the
Midwest Group, it is associated with a 1.56 percentage point increase in voter
turnout (Figure 10, column 1) and in the Mountain group it is associated with a
1.58 percentage point increase (Figure 9, column 1). I find that the 2020 election
saw significant, large, positive effects on voter turnout for all three state groups
simply by being the 2020 general election. This was expected because the
heated election between Trump and Biden inspired many people to vote in 2020
for a variety of political reasons. There were also significant Get Out the Vote
rallies and other outreach efforts because this election had very personal
implications for many people.
I find mixed results regarding an increase in racial or ethnic population
percentages, but all the statistically significant results are positive. Multiple
racial categories have significant results across multiple state groups. I find that
a 1 percentage point increase in the White Alone’s share of the population is
associated with a 1.85 percentage point increase in voter turnout in the Midwest
Group (Figure 10, column 1) and a 1.49 percentage point increase in the SwingState Group (Figure 11, column 1). Meanwhile, a 1 percentage point increase in
the American Indian or Alaska Native and White’s share of the population is
associated with a 1.97 percentage point increase in voter turnout in the Midwest
Group (Figure 10, column 1) and a 1.94 percentage point increase in the SwingState Group (Figure 11, column 1). Lastly, a 1 percentage point increase in the
Asian Alone’s share of the population is associated with a 1.72 percentage point
increase in the Swing-State Group (Figure 11, column 1). I did not expect any
coefficients on the racial or ethnic categories to be significantly different from
zero. This result may mean that certain racial and ethnic groups have higher
preferences for voting.
I find that more COVID-19 cases or deaths being reported one and two
months prior to the election and on election day in 2020 is associated with both
increases and decreases in voter turnout. The most striking, significant result is
an increase of 100 deaths reported on election day being associated with a 6.12
percentage point decrease in voter turnout in the Midwest Group (Figure 10,
column 1). There are few other significant effects of COVID-19 cases and
deaths on voter turnout. The coefficients on COVID-19 cases and deaths that
are negative were expected, but the positive coefficients were not expected. The
positive coefficients are likely the impact of increased absentee and mail-in
voting due to COVID-19 cases and deaths occurring far enough in advance of
the election where people still had enough time to vote via mail. I investigate
this in one of my further tests (column 7) where I run my regression with
absentee and mail-in turnout as the outcome variable. I expect positive effects
of COVID-19 cases and deaths in September and October on absentee/mail-in
turnout, but the only significant coefficient I find is negative. I find that 100
additional COVID-19 deaths reported on September 3rd is associated with a 25
percentage point decrease in voter turnout in the Midwest Group (Figure 10,
column 7).
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Kentucky data is not included in this result, so a possible explanation for
this is West Virginia citizens’ fear of COVID-19 impacting their trust of
government or election processes in general. Most citizens are used to voting at
the polls, so a distrust in the system could reduce absentee voting simply
because West Virginia citizens are not as comfortable with it. A similar
explanation can also be used to explain the highly significant, negative effect of
15.6 percentage points on absentee and mail-in turnout from my coefficient of
interest, having a mail-in/absentee policy in 2020 in the Midwest Group (Figure
10, column 7). This is an unexpected result, but there is a possible explanation.
In the 2020 West Virginia primary, all voters were automatically sent absentee
ballot applications (WHSV Newsroom). However, following the primary, the
Secretary of State announced that there had been a “fraud scheme,” so no one
was automatically sent an application for the general election (Office of the
Secretary of State). If voters were expecting an application to arrive in the mail
but never received one and thus did not vote by mail, that could have resulted
in the negative coefficient for absentee voting. Additionally, if they worried that
fraud meant their mail-in ballots might not be counted, that could have
frightened people away from voting by mail. By contrast, in the Mountain
Group, I find that having a mail-in/absentee policy in 2020 has a highly
significant, positive effect of 26.3 percentage points on absentee and mail-in
turnout (Figure 9, column 7). This result suggests that the positive effects of a
mail-in/absentee policy in 2020 on presidential voter turnout overall is driven
by the dramatic increases in absentee and mail-in turnout.
Other robustness checks I perform involve recalculating voter turnout
using different data. I calculate turnout with total county population as the
denominator instead of CVAP (as shown in column 2), and the effects of the
absentee/mail-in policy on turnout shrink slightly for the Swing-State Group
(now 0.314ppts, shown in Figure 11) and the Midwest Group (now 1.35ppts,
shown in Figure 10), but remain very close for the Mountain Group (now
2.70ppts, shown in Figure 9).
I also calculate turnout with registered voters as the denominator
because much of the literature, especially Southwell’s papers, argue that
policies only impact those who would have been voting already, i.e., registered
voters. Therefore, by not measuring registered voters alone, I may
underestimate the effects on voter turnout. I did not want registered voters to be
the calculation of voter turnout in my main regression, however, because I was
looking across states, and voter registration laws and their implementation
varies across states in a way that is not a concern when studying policies within
states, as Southwell does. In the Mountain Group, voter turnout increases by
6.27 percentage points (Figure 9, column 4) while in the Midwest Group it
decreases by 1.27 percentage points due to a mail-in or absentee policy in 2020
(Figure 10, column 4). The increase in the coefficient of interest for the
Mountain Group is likely due to what Southwell and her colleagues discuss in
terms of underestimating the effects of policies when measuring voter turnout
by more than only the people registered (as the non-registered eligible
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population may not change their behavior, no matter the policy). The negative
effect seen in the Midwest Group suggests that the pool of eligible voters
changed over the course of 2008-2020 in a way that means overall turnout
increased, despite registered voter turnout decreasing. This result might be
specific to these states with certain voter registration policies. Again, due to
differences between states, I do not use registered voters in my main regression.
My last additional check is calculating voter turnout using the total
ballots cast instead of only votes cast for President (seen in column 6). This test
produces small, insignificant effects on voter turnout in the Midwest Group but
a significant 2.22 percentage point increase in turnout for the Mountain Group.
Looking at my additional checks as a whole, the 2.74 percentage point increase
in voter turnout from my variable of interest in the Mountain Group is
significantly strengthened. Further checks in the Midwest Group suggest that
the results from my main regression might not be as strong, and the single
additional check in the Swing-State Group confirms the insignificance of the
very small, positive effect of a mail-in/absentee policy in 2020 on voter turnout.
I do not perform as many additional checks for the Swing-State Group because
of a lack of data on Georgia and Wisconsin.
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Figure 9 - Mountain Group: Voter Turnout Results (main regression and
further checks)
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Figure 10 - Midwest Group: Voter Turnout Results (main regression and
further checks)
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Figure 11 - Swing-State Group: Voter Turnout Results (main regression and
further checks)
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DISCUSSION

My findings of significant positive effects of increased access to mail-in voting
on voter turnout confirm what is seen in the literature. The increase in voter
turnout seen from the possibility of universal mail-in voting in the Mountain
Group is larger than the “modest” increases observed in the literature comparing
states using difference-in-differences analyses, but the magnitude of the results
of the Midwest Group align with the literature. However, the Mountain Group
result confirms the literature on individual states’ universal mail-in elections. It
is possible that the fact that my results are larger than other cross-state
difference-in-difference studies in the literature is impacted by the fact that I
study Republican-heavy populations that have not previously been studied. The
lack of significant results from the Swing-State Group does not match the
literature, and this is probably due to the fact that Wisconsin and Georgia are
not sufficient matches for the parallel trends assumption to hold, which is not
surprising.
The robustness of the Mountain Group results suggests that Montana’s
COVID-19 policy of sending pre-paid mail-in ballots to registered voters was
effective in increasing voter turnout, specifically absentee and mail-in turnout.
It is possible that other states similar to Montana, perhaps the control states in
the Mountain Group, would see similar effects on voter turnout if they were to
implement a policy automatically mailing ballots to its voters. The lack of
robustness of the Midwest Group results suggests that perhaps the
control/treatment matches are not as strong, but it also suggests that perhaps the
policies adopted by Kentucky and West Virginia were not as helpful to voters
in reducing the “cost” of voting, in terms of voters’ time, money, and energy.
Perhaps with a more aggressive policy like Montana’s, we would see larger,
more robust effects in the Midwest Group states. Similar conclusions can be
drawn about the Swing-State Group. It is possible that the lack of significant
results for my variable of interest is due to a poor treatment/control match, but
it is also possible that Wisconsin’s policy of mailing absentee ballot applications
to registered voters was not significantly impactful. I anticipate that the results
of the Swing-State Group are a product of both explanations, perhaps with more
emphasis on a poor treatment/control match, but I anticipate that the Midwest
Group results are more due to weak policies.
Future research in this area could continue to study places where ballots
are automatically mailed, but voters still have the option of dropping them off
in person or even voting at the polls instead. Given the current political climate
and the resistance of many Republican leaders to adopting more inclusive
voting policies including universal mail-in voting, it is important that future
research studies policies that increase voter access while also giving a variety
of voting options. In the meantime, policy implications from my findings and
the existing literature could involve increasing automatic receipt of mail-in
ballots by voters. Further, the COVID-19 election policies could be made
permanent in Montana. However, as I write this in May, 2021, some Republican
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lawmakers in Montana are advocating for reducing voter access by
implementing voter ID laws, annual review of voter registration, and removing
election-day registration. Meanwhile, some Democrat lawmakers in Montana
are advocating for state-paid postage on absentee ballots (as was the case in the
November 2020 election) (Stein). Further research can also focus specifically
on the effects of prepaid postage on absentee and mail-in ballots on voter
turnout.
The increase in voter turnout seen from the increase in absentee/mail-in
eligibility, online mail-in application, and early, in-person voting in the
Midwest Group does not confirm nor contrast the existing literature because I
cannot determine the effect of each change by itself, as they occurred
collectively in West Virginia and Kentucky. Burden et al. (2014) finds that early
voting is associated with lower turnout when implemented alone, but that is not
how it was implemented for the November 2020 election. Because the general
findings in the literature regarding election reform are mixed, the small,
significant increase in voter turnout that I find from these policies is not
surprising and does not necessarily contrast the literature. In order to aid
policymakers, future research should continue to find ways to study voting
policies separately until we have a stronger body of research on each type of
election reform. In the meantime, if people are interested in increasing voter
turnout, the COVID-19 election policies could be made permanent in Kentucky
and West Virginia, or they could be adopted by Indiana, the control state in the
Midwest Group. In fact, Kentucky recently passed a law expanding voting
access. Their new law creates three days of early voting, establishes new voting
centers, implements an online portal for registration and requesting absentee
ballots, and permits voters to fix problems with their absentee ballots
(Corasaniti). West Virginia created this type of online portal for the 2020
election, so perhaps Kentucky saw benefits from that policy and adopted it, as I
am recommending.
There are a few limitations to my analysis. After the release of the 2020
census data, more specific CVAP data will be available that will allow some of
the population estimates to be more accurate. Additionally, if CVAP data for
educational attainment, median household income, or age were available prior
to 2018, I would be able to control for those additional demographics, but those
data were not reported until 2018. This increase in CVAP data available will be
very helpful for future research using demographics. It is also possible that my
results would differ if I began my analysis prior to the 2008 election if CVAP
racial/ethnic data was reported prior to 2009. However, given the various
additional tests I performed, I would expect that I would still have positive
results, although the magnitude could change, or the effect may become
insignificant.
Another limitation of my study is the “Trump Effect”—that is, did the
fact of having Donald Trump on the presidential ballot impact voters differently
in different states? Were the voters in states that passed COVID-19 voting
policies already more likely to vote than voters in other states because of
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Trump? I do my best to mitigate this by including year fixed effects and political
leaning of counties, but this is certainly possible. Similarly, did the existence of
the COVID-19 pandemic impact voters differently in different states that
directly impacted their likelihood to vote in a way that I cannot account for? I
attempted to mitigate this by including some COVID-19 case and death data,
but it remains likely that the pandemic impacted my results in some way. If any
states keep their COVID-19 election policies, we may be able to determine if
my results are significantly skewed by either the Trump Effect or by COVID19.
A more specific limitation to my study is the fact that the Montana
governor ran as an incumbent in the 2016 election, but he did not run in the
2020 election. Because incumbents often see lower voter turnout (as evidenced
by the negative coefficients on voter turnout from the election being in 2012,
when Obama ran for President as the incumbent), it is possible that the jump in
voter turnout that Montana experiences between 2016 and 2020 is impacted by
the lack of an incumbent governor on the 2020 ballot. However, the 2008
Montana gubernatorial election also contained an incumbent while the 2012
election did not, and we do not see a jump in voter turnout between those years,
we actually see a large decrease, as shown in Figure 6. Therefore, I do not think
that incumbent governor status impacts my results enough for me to question
whether the effects I find are due to Montana’s election policy.
I believe my results are indicative of a positive relationship between
policies that increase access to mail-in and absentee voting and voter turnout,
particularly within the Mountain Group in which the states most closely match
each other. Additionally, because I find significant, positive effects on voter
turnout from increased access to mail-in and absentee voting in both the
Mountain Group and Midwest Group, both of which are comprised of strongly
Republican states, my results may be indicative of a larger relationship for other
Republican states as well, but my results may not hold for Democratic states
because of inherent differences in the voting population.
A few other states implemented COVID-related election policies similar
to those in the states in my study. Alabama, South Carolina, Missouri, and
Massachusetts implemented policies similar to West Virginia and Kentucky,
where eligibility requirements for absentee and mail-in voting were suspended,
and all voters could vote by mail if they chose to in the 2020 general election.
Arkansas, New York, and New Hampshire had similar policies where any voter
was allowed to use COVID-19 concerns as an excuse for absentee voting, which
essentially allowed anyone to vote absentee. Similar to the Montana policy,
California, New Jersey, Vermont, and Nevada sent mail-in ballots to all voters
automatically. Exactly like the Montana policy, New Mexico authorized each
county to send mail-in ballots to all voters automatically if the county chose to.
In a combination of the Wisconsin and West Virginia/Kentucky policies,
Connecticut sent mail-in ballot applications automatically to all voters, and
absentee/mail-in eligibility was given to all voters. Like Wisconsin, Delaware
sent mail-in ballot applications automatically to all voters. Illinois adopted the
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same policy as well, and so did Maryland, Nebraska, Rhode Island, and
Michigan. A few states also provided prepaid postage on mail-in ballots (like
Montana did) including Pennsylvania, Virginia, and South Carolina
(Ballotpedia).
Because of the significant, robust, positive effects on voter turnout I find
in the Mountain Group, I would expect similar results in California, New Jersey,
Vermont, Nevada, and New Mexico where policies very similar to the Montana
policy were adopted. However, because these states are Democratic states, it is
possible that the results would not match those in Montana. As there were not
robust results from the Midwest Group or Swing-State Group, I would not
expect significant results from the states that had similar policies as West
Virginia, Kentucky, and Wisconsin because these policies do not seem like they
were as impactful.
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